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Abstract 
The advent of new technologies has sparked increased interest in collaborative and 
project-based learning, including in the field of intercultural language teaching and 
learning. Learners of different cultural backgrounds have been able to work 
together online in a range of projects, but these experiments have often been limited 
in scope. The French and Japanese programs at QUT sought to develop this model 
further in a blended learning environment using different modes of CMC 
(synchronous and asynchronous). This paper confirms some of the findings of recent 
research in the field of CMC, shows how the approach adopted at QUT is 
attempting to go further in providing an environment where all modes of 
communication (oral, written, visual) are included, and maps out some of the 
institutional and cultural obstacles encountered. 
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Introduction 
This paper discusses our experiences in the development of a language learning platform designed 
to facilitate collaboration between language learners in different parts of the world. Drawing on 
recent research in the field of computer mediated communication (CMC) we hypothesised that a 
combination of synchronous/asynchronous tools allowing for written, oral, aural and visual modes 
of communication would encourage greater collaboration in the completion of tasks and facilitate 
language acquisition. The theoretical framework adopted, and the implementation and preliminary 
findings of the project will be presented in this paper. 
Design framework 
An action-oriented approach 
Communicative competence in a second language is achieved through the development of 
‘linguistic and socio-cultural competencies not as separate entities but as a single kind of 
competent behaviour and knowledge’ (Lo Bianco, 2003). Becoming a competent member of a 
speech community (Hymes, 1972, cited in Warschauer, 1997) requires engagement in social 
interaction. Project-based learning and online collaboration with speakers of the target language 
are beginning to yield some satisfying results in this regard. As suggested by Vygotsky (1962, 
cited in Warschauer, 1997), collaborative learning can also help a to student advance through his 
or her own zone of proximal development; that is, the gap between what the learner could 
accomplish alone and what he or she could accomplish with others who are more skilled or 
experienced. 
In keeping with these principles, we adopted an action-oriented approach, defined in the Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 9) as one that 
views users and learners of a language primarily as ‘social agents’, that is, members of society 
who have tasks (not exclusively language-related) to accomplish in a given set of circumstances, 
in a specific environment and within a particular field of action. While acts of speech occur within 
language activities, these activities form part of a wider social context that is able to give them 
their full meaning. 
Language learning in the online environment 
In recent years, CMC has gained in popularity in L2 classrooms as the range of tools has become 
more varied. The table below shows some examples of CMC technologies that have been used for 
language learning. 
 
Mode of 
communication Synchronous Asynchronous Combined 
Text Chat (Yang, 2006) 
Email (Stockwell & 
Levy, 2001),  
Discussion Board 
(Watanabe, 2005), 
Wiki (Atherton, 2006) 
Multi-User Domain 
Object Oriented 
(MOO) (Von der 
Emde, Schneider, & 
Kotter, 2001) 
Audio 
Voice Chat (Levy & 
Kennedy, 2004;  
Lamy, 2006) 
Voice Mail  
(Kawai, 2006) 
Video/Audio Video Conference 
(Kinginger, 1998),  
Video Chat  
 
 
Table 1: CMC technologies and language learning 
 
Research has shown that different tools may impact differently on the language learning process. 
For example, within text-based CMC, synchronous modes of communication tend to encourage 
students’ spontaneous language use, while asynchronous CMC encourages students’ production of 
grammatically accurate language (Stockwell, 2004). Some researchers such as Pellettieri (2000, 
cited in Kern, 2006) suggest, however, that feedback from partners can also encourage a focus on 
form in synchronous CMC. More generally, CMC can increase motivation, and encourage 
students to express opinions more freely (Stockwell & Levy, 2001; Kern, 2006). It provides a safe 
and supportive environment for learners, which leads to more language production (Felix, 2005) 
and, when interacting with native speakers, it exposes students to language as used in the target 
community and may foster cross-cultural awareness (Gray & Stockwell, 1998). Research on the 
interaction of different modes of online communication is only now becoming possible with the 
advent of learning environments such as the one presented in this paper. 
Despite all the apparent benefits of CMC, some negative outcomes have been reported when 
learners encounter difficulty in using or accessing a computer, organising and managing time for 
CMC, or when they feel threatened by the difference in proficiency levels in the target language 
(Levy & Stockwell, 2006). When using CMC as part of language instruction, logistical aspects and 
institutional constraints must be taken into account. The tutor’s role remains important (Kern, 
2006) and he or she must facilitate students’ learning and design tasks adapted to the online 
environment to maximise learning outcomes. In Nissen’s (2004) view, the ‘learning scenario’ 
becomes paramount. 
Implementation of the project 
Background and student cohorts 
The aim of this project was to develop a platform for collaborative learning between speakers of 
different languages, which could then be adapted for use by all languages taught at QUT. Trials 
were conducted in 2005 and the final design phase was completed at the end of that year. The 
platform was introduced in several French and Japanese units, which are described in this section. 
French 
The e-Legal project brings together students from the Catholic University Law School in Lille, 
France, and QUT Law students wishing to specialise in French and familiarise themselves with the 
French legal system. The proficiency level of the participants varies between levels B2 and C1 on 
the European framework, meaning they are able to communicate at an advanced level and 
comprehend specialised texts. The students are enrolled in HHB320: Independent Study, which 
includes a two-hour weekly seminar over 12 weeks, and a one-hour weekly session of 
synchronous online work over nine weeks. Each QUT student is paired with a student from Lille, 
but they are given the opportunity to communicate online with other members of the class. French 
students communicate exclusively in English while QUT students must use French with their 
partners. They continue communicating with each other outside of class in order to complete their 
project. 
Japanese 
The Japanese project started with Kobe Design University in Kobe, Japan, in 2004 as a one-off 
activity external to the Japanese course for advanced level students. The students who enjoyed the 
first videoconference wanted to have regular contact with each other, which led to their exchanges 
by email and chat programs. The exchange continued at a personal level for an extended period of 
time. 
With the success of the first video conference using the Access Grid videoconferencing system 
provided by the High Performance Computing section, the purchase of special computing 
equipment followed, and the project was extended to be included in the regular teaching of 
HHB085, 086 and 087. In these units classes start with an Access Grid session with class members 
in Japan and Australia introducing themselves. They are then paired up and work on OLT on a 
given topic. There were three videoconference sessions in 2005, followed by work on OLT for two 
weeks to allow students to complete their tasks. 
Technology and platform design 
Two different types of software are used to complement each other: Access Grid technology and 
the OLT platform. They are both used during class time in the language computer laboratory, but 
the OLT platform is accessible through the internet from anywhere at anytime. 
Access grid 
Access Grid is a Linux-based videoconference system where multiple locations can be linked 
through high-speed connections. It incorporates a high-definition camera and a video projector to 
project a life-size image onto a wall to create a life-like interactive situation (see Photo 1). The 
system was intended to start the interaction between all students involved in the project and to 
bring them together again at the end of the semester to share their work. 
OLT platform 
In collaboration with TALSS, we designed a learning environment (see Figure 1) that incorporates 
a number of standard OLT tools, as well as a glossary and a wiki. Students can access it to work 
with their partners online. They can communicate synchronously with the rest of the class using 
the Coffee Lounge, or asynchronously using the discussion board. When working with their 
partner, they can also access their own chat room, discussion board and document sharing space. 
All students are able to contribute to the bilingual glossary. The quality and frequency of their 
online participation are part of the assessment criteria. In addition, French students use a wiki to 
develop their report. This collaborative writing tool allows all students to follow the progress of 
others in the class and comment on their partner’s work. Although the use of wikis is still limited 
in language classrooms, it holds great potential as a collaborative tool due to its multiple functions, 
that is, editing, discussion, and archive. 
 Photo 1: Access grid session in the language laboratory 
 
Figure 1: Home page showing site structure 
Tasks 
In French and Japanese language classes at QUT the use of OLT is integrated into all units to 
familiarise students with the technology. Students need to access their OLT site on a regular basis 
to access teaching resources, participate in class activities, and submit assessment items, as well as 
being involved in CMC activities with other students in the unit. They are actively involved in 
discussions and assist each other with their learning of the language. Those who subsequently 
enrol in a unit that incorporates online work with an overseas institution have to familiarise 
themselves with a small number of additional tools (glossary, wiki and video chat). 
In the context of e-Legal, French students must complete a series of micro-tasks, which contribute 
to the writing of a report on a comparative legal topic of their choice, such as anti-terrorism laws, 
unfair dismissal or intellectual property. They submit an individual report at the end of semester. 
Micro-tasks include personal introductions, the negotiation of their topic during a chat session, 
online discussions based on video recordings, the analysis of a case study, research of online legal 
resources and feedback on their partners’ report. Through their collaboration, they provide their 
partners with opportunities to interact in their target language, help them develop a greater 
awareness of their language use and facilitate understanding of the target culture legal system. 
In the Japanese course, students need to find out about an aspect of their partner’s culture through 
an informal interview with each other. Topics include traditional fashion, cooking, euthanasia, and 
various political issues. QUT students are asked to write a short report in Japanese after the 
interview. Tasks that simulate CMC interaction are introduced in class to prepare students’ 
situational use of the language (Ellis, 2003). For example, in 2005, students had difficulty in 
explaining aspects of Australian icons and culture, such as Australian animals and popular meals. 
Although students may have had sufficient knowledge of the subject, they had difficulty 
expressing it in Japanese, which resulted in misunderstandings and miscommunication. In 2006, a 
presentation task was introduced in the class to prepare students for these situations. It was 
designed to brainstorm, format and construct a presentation that is easy to understand, using 
appropriate vocabulary and sentence patterns, and practice presenting it in front of their classmates. 
A similar activity was then conducted through videoconferencing with a Japanese audience.  
Post-task activities, such as self-assessment of the presentation and producing the written summary 
of the task, were also given in class to help students reflect on their performances. Through these 
tasks, students learnt to explain Australian items more effectively. 
Evaluation 
The authors can draw preliminary conclusions based on class observation, students’ learning logs, 
and informal interviews. 
Institutional constraints 
The organisation of students from universities situated in different countries created some 
difficulty. Differences in time zones affected the coordination of the project but in some instances 
learning outcomes were also affected by differences in educational philosophy and course 
objectives. 
Academic calendars 
In the case of Japanese, the greatest obstacle was the difference in academic calendars. It provided 
us with very limited overlap with the Australian academic calendar, leaving us with only five 
weeks in common (Levy & Stockwell, 2006). After a somewhat unsuccessful trial in the first year 
with students not showing enough commitment to their online partners, we decided to provide 
additional tasks to be completed by students outside of class throughout the year to encourage 
closer collaboration and a more meaningful exchange. 
In the case of French, the unit is now divided into three parts to accommodate differing calendars: 
a five-week block, followed by a three-week break during which students are required to continue 
working on their project with their partner although no lab session can be held, followed by four 
weeks when students are able to come together again during class time. Close follow-up by 
teaching staff is required to ensure the timely completion of tasks. 
Available technology 
While the use of online teaching and learning technology is widely implemented in Australian 
universities, this is far from the case in France and Japan. It forced us to temporarily modify the 
learning scenario. In the case of French, Access Grid has not been used as yet, but should be 
implemented in 2007. In the case of Japanese, the Japanese students’ lack of access to a PC made 
it difficult for them to participate in a discussion outside of the classroom. 
Instead, the Japanese students tended to use their mobile phones to access email. Some exchanges 
were made through emails, but some messages were not legible due to the incompatibility in 
encoding of Japanese characters. The messages written by QUT students on PCs in Japanese did 
not appear correctly on mobile phones. 
OLT has also had encoding and display errors with Japanese characters, but OLT Support staff 
rectified the problems promptly. Although some pages are not able to support Japanese characters, 
such as the log files of Chat and Quiz, it does not affect daily communication between students in 
Japanese. However, it will affect the recording process and our future research. 
Teaching and learning 
Setting clear goals and objectives 
Clear objectives and a joint approach to teaching need to be established at the start of the project 
although misunderstandings can remain due to differences between educational cultures. 
Differing students’ expectations can affect their level of participation in the project. Australian and 
Japanese students did not seem to share the same objectives. The impact of the learning objective 
on motivation has also been noted by Ligorio, Talamo and Cesareni (1999). While Australian 
students looked for a practical use of the language and regular participation in the CMC project, 
Japanese students intended to only participate occasionally. The fact that participation was 
voluntary for Japanese students while it was compulsory for Australian students created a huge 
gap in their commitment to the project. There was also a wide range of language proficiency in 
each group, from students who had just returned from the target country to those who could not 
formulate their own ideas in the target language. 
These aspects need to be addressed if this kind of collaboration is to be successful. Expectations 
on the part of teachers and students should be made explicit at the start of the project and there 
should be regular monitoring of interactions. 
Similarly, students need to reflect on what might be conceived as appropriate cultural behaviour 
prior to the start of the project. Pre-tasks focusing on possible misunderstandings and the 
development of adequate strategies could be introduced. 
Learning outcomes 
Many of the findings of previous studies have been confirmed through this project. In synchronous 
CMC, there was some evidence of scaffolding and integration of feedback in subsequent oral and 
written productions. Partners proved to be very supportive of each other, often complimenting 
each other on their language skills, which resulted in increased motivation, especially in the case 
of weaker students. Students tended to remain on task for most of the session, and individual 
language production increased substantially, if compared with a face-to-face situation. 
Asynchronous tools provided time for reflection and the quality of their written expression 
improved as a result. Although some students needed to be prompted to use the wiki, most enjoyed 
receiving feedback from their partners and sharing their work with them. Through 
videoconferencing, Japanese students were able to better self-assess and were motivated to 
improve. 
Further qualitative evaluation of the project will be undertaken next year. Questionnaires will be 
administered at the start and on conclusion of the units to compare students’ expectations and 
actual experience of collaborative learning. In addition, the contribution of various tools to the 
collaborative process and the development of students’ learning will be assessed through detailed 
analysis of students’ production and focus group discussion. As mentioned in the introduction, 
CMC tools have often been studied in isolation, for example synchronous versus asynchronous 
modes of communication. New technologies are now making it possible for researchers to study 
the complementary nature of these tools within a single learning environment. 
Where to from here 
As a result of this project new partnerships are being established. In Semester 2 this year, second 
year students of French worked with their peers from the University of New Caledonia to develop 
debating skills. Collaboration with other target language learners will also be encouraged at first 
year level. In 2007, French students will be exploring the notion of cultural identity and 
multiculturalism with Polish and Brazilian students, using the same platform. 
New partnerships are also being sought for the Japanese program. Although interactions with 
native speakers are preferred for modelling and feedback of the target language, teaming up with 
another Australian institution may provide a better overlap of semester structure and therefore 
increase interaction time. 
Conclusion 
When this project started we aimed to develop a flexible language learning platform that would 
enable our students to work collaboratively with their peers overseas. This goal has been realised 
and our experience so far would seem to be validating our hypothesis concerning the combination 
of various synchronous and asynchronous tools. However, the interaction between these tools 
needs to be explored further. Institutional and cultural obstacles remain and can limit the 
development of online project-based language learning. We hope to continue developing this 
model to explore the full potential of CMC in language learning in institutional settings. 
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